Emigration of an Atta Colony

While conducting a mark-recapture study of leaf-cutting ant mortality on Barro Colorado Island, Panama,
we observed the emigration of an Atta colombica colony from its old mound site t0 a new one more than
270 m distant. Whether this emigration was spontaneous or triggered by our mark-recapture procedures one
week earlier is uncertain; however, once in progress the emigration probably followed a natural course.

We discovered the new mound on 2 May 1979 at the end of the old mound’s main foraging trail. It was
already 5.7 m? in area and had two well-cleared foraging trails. Ants previously marked at the old mound
were seen moving freely to and from the new mound and gathering leaves on the new foraging trails. Only
10 percent of the ants collected at the new site were minima workers, while at the old site over 70 percent
were minima workers, indicating that smaller workers may not emigrate as readily as larger workers.

Ten days after its discovery, ants began hauling consumed leaf refuse out of the new mound and a new
foraging trail had been added. The new mound had increased to 7.4 m? with over 440 m of active foraging
trails. Meanwhile, the old mound was almost covered by leaves and had been abandoned except for a few
minima workers and a reduced number of refuse workers.

The transfer itself lasted at least eight days and was nocrurnal, beginning around dusk each day and ceas-
ing around sunrise. Why emigration remained nocturnal while foraging was diurnal is uncertain; perhaps
diurnal emigration was inhibited because the interior workers were photonegative (Rosengren 1977). Ma-
ture workers, callow workers, pupae, and larvae were all observed being transported to and from the old nest.
One night during peak emigration activity, we counted an average of 67 larvae and pupae passing a transect
each minute. About 87 percent were being carried to the new colony while 13 percent were being carried
back to the old colony. If the workers transporting these brood averaged 1.1 m/min (Weber 1972), then
over 32,000 brood and transporting workers were on the 270 m emigrazion trail at one time, not counting
numerous unburdened workers.

Weber (1972) reported a case in Trinidad where a small Ata cephalotes colony disturbed by partial
excavation moved 40 m, but no details are given. Rockwood (1973) describes three cases in which Ara
colombica colonies relocated their nests. One relocation was due to repeated poisoning, another to flooding
and the third he ascribes to poor foraging conditions. In this third case, the colony moved 150 m with the
bulk of the transfer lasting about one week. Rockwood also quotes Autuori (1941) as noting that Azza sexdens
colonies may change their nest location. Emigration of Azt colonies may be more frequent than generally as-
sumed especially if this phenomenon is often nocturnal. In some cases, colonies appearing to have died out
may actually have emigrated.
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